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Abstract 
This paper investigates the portrayal of gender roles and use of symbolism in what is 
considered to be a classic of Gothic and Victorian literature (Bloom, 2007), the novel 
Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë .  The study is motivated by the hypothesis that 
Charlotte Brontë deliberately challenges the Victorian mainstream ideals on gender 
roles and their relations, by featuring as lead characters two atypical figures: Jane 
Eyre and Edward Rochester.  
In order to investigate notions such as gender and gender relations, as well as the 
novel’s status, considered by many as a feminist novel (Case, 1948 cited in Gilbert 
and Gubar, 1979: 337), the analysis employs a theoretical approach that relies on 
feminist literary theory and feminist criticism.  
In terms of methodology, the essay uses a text analysis that explores the hypothesis 
and the research questions. The findings of this essay indicate that Charlotte Brontë, 
through Jane Eyre, undoubtedly managed to challenge the well-cemented gender 
stereotypes of the Victorian period in which she lived. However, her heroine fails to 
find long-lasting solutions to the oppression she meets, even though she opposes it 
and fights to preserve her new-found identity. It’s worth mentioning that the 
reliability of the arguments used in the conclusion section of the essay is somewhat 
limited, due to the theoretical and methodological pitfalls to be discussed further 
down.   
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Introduction 
Harriet Martineau, friend of Charlotte Brontë, recounts the following episode about 
the creation of Jane Eyre: 
‘She once told her sisters that they were wrong – even morally wrong – in 
making their heroines beautiful as a matter of course. They replied that it was 
impossible to make a heroine interesting on any other terms. Her answer was, “I will 
prove to you that you are wrong; I will show you a heroine as plain and as small as 
myself, who shall be as interesting as any of yours. (Martineau in Gaskell, 1996: 
p.235) 
It is Charlotte Brontë, the woman and author of such audacity, who dares to suggest 
new standards for female worth, role and beauty in a restraining social and cultural 
environment the inspiration of this paper.  
Jane Eyre, is widely considered to be a feminist novel. In The Mad Woman in the 
Attic (1979), Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar claim that it was Brontë’s 
‘rebellious feminism’(337) to make Jane Eyre controversial upon publication and 
shock the conservative Victorian literary circles of the time.  
The focus of this essay is Brontë’s novelty in regard to gender role portrayal and the 
use of symbolism as a means to communicate her ideas.  The stepping stone for this 
study is the hypothesis that the novel challenges Victorian social and cultural 
perceptions of gender roles and their relations. The hypothesis is explored through 
the following research questions:  
- How were gender roles defined and perceived in the Victorian period when Jane 
Eyre was published? 
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-In what ways do the main characters of the novel challenge the established, 
Victorian gender roles?  
The theoretical framework used to investigate the hypothesis and the research 
questions consists of feminist literary theory and feminist literary criticism. The 
literature used for the purpose includes, primarily Sandra M. Gilbert, Susan Gubar 
(the Mad Woman in the Attic), as well as works from Elaine Showalter, John Stuart 
Mill, Virginia Woold etc. This theoretical choice is justified by the essay’s focus on 
the aspect of gender.  
The paper is structured in two main chapters. The first chapter presents an historical 
background focused on an understanding of gender roles in the Victorian society of 
mid-1800.  This retrospective consideration is necessary in order to answer the 
research questions and find out what was standard and accepted at the time Jane Eyre 
was published, and in what ways Charlotte Brontë, challenges these gender 
relationship models.   
The second chapter presents an analysis of gender role portrayal and the symbolism 
permeating the text, by using the above mentioned feminist criticism theory to broach 
the arguments in. The analysis will highlight the stylistic techniques Brontë resorts to 
in order to forward her revolutionary ideas about woman’s position in society and her 
relation to the opposite sex.   
A section on theoretical and methodological limitations will present a critical 
consideration of the theoretical framework used. The essay concludes with a 
discussion on the insights gained through the text analysis. The list of the reference 
materials used follows in the end of the essay.          
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I. Historical Background: Gender Roles in Victorian England of mid 1800 
This section presents a picture of the Victorian ideas and perception of gender roles. 
The aim is to understand what standards Charlotte Brontë challenged through her 
novel.  
Reportedly, upon publication, Jane Eyre received much acclaim among readers due to 
the imaginative power of her narration and the unusual style, however, for the very 
same reasons, it managed to cause a literary outrage and elicit negative criticism and 
from many noted critics of the time. One of them, Elizabeth Rigby, in Jane Eyre’s 
review for the Quarterly Review in 1848, writes: 
‘ …that it appertains to a man, and not as many assert, to a woman, we 
are strongly inclined to affirm. Without entering into the question of whether the 
power of the writing be above her, or the vulgarity below her, there are, we believe, 
minutiae of circumstantial evidence which at once acquit the feminine hand. No 
woman…makes mistakes in her metier – no woman trusses game and garnishes 
dessert-dishes with the same hands, or talks of doing so in the same breath. Above 
all, no woman attires herself in such fancy dresses as Jane’s ladies assume. If we 
ascribe the book to a woman at all, we have no alternative but to ascribe it one who 
has, for some sufficient reason, long forfeited the society of her own sex.’(Rigby, 
1848: p:82-99) 
The Rigby (among others) did not believe that Jane Eyre was written by a woman, 
indicates Brontë had stepped into unchartered territory. The last sentence of Rigby’s 
review calls for special consideration. What were the ‘appropriate gender roles’ in the 
society that Brontë had ‘long forfeited’ (ibid.)?  
The following quote by noted English art critic and social thinker, John Ruskin gives 
a glimpse of it: 
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'The man's power is active, progressive, defensive. He is eminently the doer, the 
creator, the discoverer, the defender. His intellect is for speculation, and invention; 
his energy for adventure, for war, and for conquest... But the woman's power is for 
rule, not for battle - and her intellect is not for invention or creation, but for sweet 
ordering, arrangement, and decision... She must be enduringly, incorruptibly good; 
instinctively, infallibly wise -wise, not for self-development, but for self-
renunciation: wise, not that she may set herself above her husband, but that she many 
never fail from his side.' (Ruskin,1865, Sesame and Lilies, part 2). 
This picture illustrates clearly the role Charlotte Brontë and her heroine refuse to 
take. Unlike the typical Victorian woman, Jane Eyre struggles to assert herself 
independently; not an easy task in a society that considers the woman inferior (in all 
aspects) to men.  
Kathryn Hughes, Professor of Lifewriting at the University of East Anglia, in her 
article Gender Roles in 19
th
 Century argues that in no other time in history had the 
gender roles been more sharply divided than in Victorian era (Hughes, 2015 
web.ref.). While in earlier centuries women were often helping along men in family 
businesses, as the 19 century progressed, men started to commute to work and 
women were left to oversee the domestic sphere, that before was taken care by the 
servants (ibid). The professions deemed suitable for women were mainly related to 
serving and nursing. As Hughes argues, the new kind of education required was the 
one that would prepare women for their role of ‘The Angel in the House’, and even 
the middle-class women could not aspire more than acquiring certain 
accomplishments, as playing a musical instrument, learning to draw or speak a 
foreign language (Hughes, 2015 ‘Educating’web.ref.). 
Hughes states it is in this period of the Victorian era that the ideology of the ‘separate 
spheres’ sets in, positioning women in certain niches, and stripping them from rights 
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they previously enjoyed. This ideology was rooted on a definition of the ‘natural’ 
characteristics of women and men: (..)’women were considered physically weaker, 
yet morally superior to men, which meant that they were best suited to the domestic 
sphere. Not only was it their job to counterbalance the moral taint of the public 
sphere in which their husbands laboured all day, they were also preparing the next 
generation to carry on this way of life. (Hughes, 2015 web.ref). 
Perhaps, one of the most comprehensive  and relevant tableaus of the situation of 
gender relations in the Victorian England of mid1800, comes through John Stuart 
Mill’s essay The Subjection of Women (1869).  
Radical for that time in which it was written, Mill’s essay is a reaction, and 
intellectual denunciation of Victorian’s era oppressive treatment of women, who are 
viewed as the weaker sex and are, by virtue of this ‘fact’, subordinated to men. Mill 
ponders on the unfair grounds the Victorian society has deemed women as inferior to 
men, and argues: 
‘That principle which regulates the existing social relations between the two sexes- 
the legal subordination of one sex to the other- is wrong in itself, and now one of the 
chief hindrances to human improvement; and that it ought to be replaced by a 
principle of perfect equality, admitting no power or privilege on the one side, nor 
disability on the other’ (Mill, 1869: para.1). 
It is obvious in Jane Eyre (as the text analysis that follows will demonstrate), that the 
kind of relations she wants to form must have the principle of equality (and not 
convenience) as a basis. Under the constitution of things in patriarchal Victorian 
society, Brontë’s views about a woman’s rights and role were bound to cause 
controversy. From the point of view of Victorian critics, Jane Eyre steps out of the 
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sphere she belongs to, going against her nature. But, how was this nature of women 
established?  
According to Mill, it was established in an arbitrary way and on false grounds. Mill 
objects to the ideology of separate spheres and the criteria that define the ‘natural 
characteristics of women’, by arguing that the nature of the two sexes cannot be 
established or defined when the two sexes have only been seen in their present 
relation to one another (Mill, 1869: para.39).  His argument is that one cannot 
objectively establish what the real nature of women is, when women have only been 
observed in conditions that subordinate them to the power of men, and deny them the 
right to express their true nature (ibid.) 
In this light, one can understand the commotion Jane Eyre’s publication caused. As 
Mill explains : ‘Women who read, much more women who write are in the existing 
constitution of things, a contradiction and a disturbing element: and it is wrong to 
bring women up with any acquirements but those of an odalisque, or of a domestic 
servant’ (Mill, 1869: para.53) 
Jane Eyre is an unwelcomed alien in an environment who strictly adheres to the 
ideology of the separate spheres. And her journey gets even more difficult as she 
refuses to follow a dictated ‘nature’ she does not identify with. 
In her article Gender Ideology & Separate Spheres in the 19th Century, Jane Marsh, 
professor at the Humanities Research Centre of the University of Sussex, argues that: 
 ‘The gender history of 19th-century Britain can be read in two ways: as an 
overarching patriarchal model which reserved power and privilege for men; or as a 
process of determined but gradual female challenge to their exclusion’ (Marsh, 2015, 
para.1).  
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Considering Jane Eyre and its societal context, one can deduce that Charlotte Brontë, 
is one of the pioneers of challenging this exclusion. In Jane Eyre, the reader clearly 
distinguishes the revolt of the heroine against the oppressive patriarchal order:  
‘women are supposed to be very calm generally: but women feel just as men feel; 
they need exercise for their faculties and a field for their efforts as much as their 
brothers do; they suffer from too rigid a restraint, too absolute a stagnation, precisely 
as men would suffer; and it is narrow-minded in their more privileged fellow-
creatures to say that they ought to confine themselves to making puddings and 
knitting stockings, to playing on the piano and embroidering bags’(chap. 12) 
Obviously, Charlotte Brontë’s and Jane Eyre’s ideals for equality cannot be achieved 
in a society where women were (…) ‘subject to fathers, husbands, brothers and even 
adult sons’ (Marsh, 2015: para. ‘Gender and Power’).  
In the historical picture rendered, the Victorian woman is nearly immobilised in the 
framework of the separate spheres ideology, where the men are figured as 
competitors in the amoral, economic realm, and women positioned as either 
decorative trophies or spiritual guardians of men's immortal souls’(ibid.). 
It is this society, that sees the woman figure subjugated from the moment of birth and 
onwards, that Charlotte Brontë raises against. One can argue her heroine’s journey of 
self-discovery and search for autonomy and freedom, is just as much her own. 
 As Mill argues, few women authors dared to tell anything to the general public, and 
even fewer dare tell anything ..’(which men, on whom their literary success depends, 
are unwilling to hear’ (Mill, 1869: para.47). Charlotte Brontë, with her creative and 
intellectual bravery is such an example. In the following section, an extensive 
theoretical analysis of the text, (with a focus on the symbolism of the novel) attempts 
to illustrate the above point.  
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II. Symbolism and gender role portrayal in Jane Eyre: A theoretical text 
analysis.  
‘Well, obviously Jane Eyre is a feminist tract, an argument for the social betterment 
of the governesses and equal rights for women’, wrote Richard Case in 1948 (cited in 
Gilbert and Gubar, 1979: 337). And he wouldn’t be the only one to identify the novel 
with literary feminism. Considering this status, using the feminist criticism approach 
to investigate the research questions and the hypothesis (Brontë challenging Victorian 
social and cultural perceptions and standards for gender roles) seemed like the 
obvious choice. The insights gained through the theory will be used in analysing 
closer the text with a focus on symbolism and gender role representation. 
2.1 Jane Eyre though a Feminist Criticism Lenses  
The struggles for the recognition of women’s achievements and their cultural roles 
stretch as back as two centuries ago, through the works of Mary Wollstonecraft, John 
Stuart Mill and Margaret Fuller.  However, feminist criticism became a concrete 
approach to literature only in the ‘60s (Abrahams 2005: 93).  
Before that feminist literary criticism was concerned with the politics of women's 
authorship and the representation of women's condition within literature (Barry, 
2002).  As Barry argues, with the arrival of more complex conceptions of gender and 
subjectivity, feminist literary criticism has taken a variety of new routes (ibid). The 
main divisions within the stream are represented by what is called the ‘Anglo-
American feminism’ and the ‘French feminism’, the difference between the two 
mainly in the foucs of their study (while the first is more sceptical about recent 
critical theory, the latter adopts, mainly a post-structuralist, psychoanalytical 
criticism) (Barry, 2002: 86). This essay resorts to both approaches. 
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While feminist literary theorists operate from various vantage points, most feminist 
theories converge on the claim that western civilization is pervasively patriarchal (in 
this essay’s case, Victorian England) and this has resulted in the subjugation of 
women by men in all cultural domains. Virginia Woolf, considered to be one of the 
most important precursors of feminist literary criticism, makes this point clear in her 
essay A Room of One’s Own, where she states: ‘The history of men's opposition to 
women's emancipation is more interesting perhaps than the story of that emancipation 
itself.’ (Woolf, 1929 web.ref).  
The subjugation came with disastrous consequences for what was deemed as the 
weaker sex. In Jane Eyre the reader gets acquainted with several instances that 
illustrate this point.    
Thus, in Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar's well-known, classical feminist essay, The 
Madwoman in the Attic (1979), the authors, through a parallelism with Bertha Mason, 
Rochester’s mad wife in Jane Eyre (who is locked away in the attic of Thornfield), 
argue that society forbade women from expressing themselves through creative 
outlets, inducing them this way to channel their creative powers into psychologically 
self-destructive behaviour and subversive actions ( 339). 
John Stuart Mill, while acknowledging women authors’ contribution as an element of 
change in an oppressive social order such as the Victorian one, draws attention to the 
aspect that women authors themselves are artificial products, whose sentiments 
expressed through writing are largely constituted by acquired associations and to a 
lesser degree by individual observation and consciousness (Mill, 1869: para.47).  
But, is this the case with Charlotte Brontë?   
The point Mill makes coincides also with Elaine Showalter’s view in A Literature of 
Their Own: British Women Novelists from Brontë to Lessing (1977), in which she 
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provides an overview of women’s writing and divides it in three phases: 1- Feminine 
(1840-1880) where women writers first imitated a masculine tradition , 2-Feminist 
(1880-1920), where they protest against its standards and values and 3- Female 
(1920- the present) where they finally advocate their autonomous, female 
perspective) (Showalter, 1977: 16). 
 Charlotte Brontë, through the depiction of her heroine, Jane Eyre,  would seem to 
stand out from Mill’s generalization and Showalter’s clearly divided phases, in that 
she is well ahead of the period in which she lived, and the feminine phase of the 
women’s writing that Showalter describes. Reading Jane Eyre, the familiar reader 
will undoubtedly notice the influence of male writers such as Bunyan (in the 
Pilgrim’s Progress) and Milton (with the natural imagery, and the symbolical 
representations of Paradise Lost in Jane’s paintings), however, as Gilbert and Gubar 
argue, Brontë may have borrowed the mythic, quest-plot of Buynan’s  Pilgrim’s 
Progress (336), but the devout substance of Jane Eyre is totally her own. 
Furthermore, Brontë does not limit herself to just imitating the male tradition, she 
seems to cross way over the borders of the feminine phase of writing. Jane’s feminist 
rebelliousness against the Victorian, despotic and patriarchal system, establishes her 
(consequently Brontë) as a progressive, modern thinker and woman, ahead of her 
time.   
Charlotte Brontë lived and worked in a society that primes women from birth to be 
subordinate to men, and yet, her heroine manages to challenge these socio-cultural 
restrictions and struggle for individual freedom and self-assertion.  It should be noted 
however that the author is well-aware of the impediments her gender and class 
constitute; that’s the reason she chose to publish the novel initially under a male pen 
name. Brontë’s (and her heroine’s) merit stand in the fact that she does not passively 
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accept the role she has been assigned arbitrarily, with no consideration of her own 
will or capabilities.   
 As Ann Rosalind Jones argues in Inscribing Femininity: French Theories of the 
Feminine.. (..) ‘language systematically forces women to choose: either they can 
imagine and represent themselves as men imagine and represent them (in which case 
they may speak, but will speak as men), or they can choose ‘silence’, becoming in the 
process ‘the invisible and unheard sex’(Jones, 1985,chap.4: 83).  
From a close reading of Jane Eyre, one can argue Charlotte Brontë manages to offer a 
third alternative. She does neither confirm, nor choose silence.  Through her writing 
(the limited way society offers for a woman to address the public, as Mill argues 
(Mill, 1869: para.47) Brontë goes beyond the limitations of language. Drawing from 
different traditions of fiction (gothic fiction, fairy tales, Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Process 
etc) she establishes an original and unique style and contradicts society through her 
writing. 
In The Second Sex (1949), Simone de Beauvoir, proclaimed that ‘one is not born a 
woman; one becomes one' (Beauvoir, 1949:301). Brontë’s revolt is addressed 
precisely to the Victorian standards that aim to define the woman in belittling and 
unfavourable fashion already from birth. Her heroine is enraged by the constraints 
women face in a masculinist culture. The merit of Brontë (along with other women 
writers who dared defy the oppressing conditions they lived in) stands in the fact that, 
regardless of the inability to provide long-lasting solutions to their situation, they 
realise their role as agents of change, and do not wait passively for the situation to 
change; they take action through their writing.  
As Virginia Woolf states in her essay, Professions for Women (1931), she had to kill 
the Angel in the House’ in order to write (2015, web.ref.). It is what Charlotte Brontë 
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does. Left only with writing as a way to assert her individuality and autonomy, she 
takes action. She takes on the moral task of defying women’s marginalization and 
oppression, despite her deplorable life conditions. Her heroine, Jane Eyre, sets out on 
a journey of self-discovery and assertion resisting the social confinement and 
limitations, aided by nothing else than her independent mind and solid moral integrity 
(also in the face of strong temptations, such as her love for Rochester.). Charlotte 
Brontë, displays a heroine able to employ independently her female subjectivity. The 
novel exhibits undoubtedly strong feminist notes, in that it contributes to assert 
women’s value, by forwarding a female identity that counterbalances what the author 
views as a destructive and anti-humanist patriarchal society:  
‘If people were always kind and obedient to those who are cruel and unjust, the 
wicked people would have it all their own way: they would never feel afraid, and so 
they would never alter, but would grow worse and worse. When we are struck at 
without a reason, we should strike back again very hard; I am sure we should - so 
hard as to teach the person who struck us never to do it again’(chap.6). 
Unsurprisingly, the publication of the novel caused controversy. The 19
th
 century, 
Victorian woman, especially one pertaining to the social rank of Charlotte Brontë was 
deemed intellectually inferior to the creative male counterpart; hence, Mrs. Rigby’s 
reluctance to believe that Jane Eyre was indeed written by a woman. Brontë asserts 
women’s need for freedom of expression and action that goes outside of the domestic 
realm. Through the use of symbolism (elaborated in the following analysis) she 
illustrates the serious implications the suffocation of one’s true self (whether imposed 
from the outside or self-inflicted) can cause.  
The following section engages in a close text analysis, using the theoretical insights 
gained, in order to identify how Charlotte Brontë manages to forward her 
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revolutionary ideas in the novel, with a focus on the use of symbolism and portrayal 
of gender roles. 
*** 
2.2 Symbolism and Gender Role Portrayal in Jane Eyre 
Considered by now a classic, Jane Eyre has fascinated generations and generations of 
readers and has been studied and interpreted from many perspectives, as mentioned 
previously. Dominican-born author, Jean Rhys, went as far as to want to rewrite the 
19
th
 century classic from a new perspective, that of Bertha Mason, Rochester’s first 
wife, in the Wide Sargasso Sea. 
Considering the social and cultural conditions of women in Victorian England 
discussed in the earlier chapter, it doesn’t come as a surprise that Charlotte Brontë 
chose to publish her novel under a masculine pen name. Charlotte’ explanation of the 
unusual penname choice of her sisters and her own leaves no room for speculation: 
‘Averse to personal publicity, we veiled our own names under those of Currer, Ellis 
and Acton Bell; the ambiguous choice being dictated by a sort of conscientious 
scruple at assuming Christian names positively masculine, while we did not like to 
declare ourselves women, because — without at that time suspecting that our mode 
of writing and thinking was not what is called "feminine" – we had a vague 
impression that authoresses are liable to be looked on with prejudice; we had noticed 
how critics sometimes use for their chastisement the weapon of personality, and for 
their reward, a flattery, which is not true praise.’(Brontë ,1850: Biographical Notice 
of Ellis and Acton Bell, web.ref.). 
Brontë feels she needs a mask, in order to make herself heard in a society that deems 
women as mere ornamental objects, inferior to men in intellectual power. In his 
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essay, Passion, Narrative and Identity in Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre (1984), 
Tonny Tanner, through an analogy with an episode from Brontë sisters’ childhood, 
explains, such a narrative mask would permit the authors to reveal feelings that 
otherwise would never be able to surface under the restrictions of the society of the 
time. In his opinion, the different choices and the narrative devices the Brontë sisters 
resort to serve to convey the ultimate meaning of the novels (Tanner, 1984:9).  
Jane Eyre is a mixture of genres, bringing together Gothic fiction, social realism, 
romantic novel and Bildungroman elements. Jane narrates her own story, in her own 
terms. As Tanner puts it, Jane’s is not just a mere act of retrieval (ibid.). Through 
narration she manages to establish and maintain her identity. Jane, much like her 
creator, Brontë has nothing but the words to define herself. Through writing she gets 
the liberty to define herself, on her own terms.   
The novel is permeated by symbolism, a literary device the author uses to convey 
ideas she cannot express directly; apparently, not even under a masculine penname. 
Similarly, Jane has a gift for narration, a rich imagination  that reaches symbolic 
extremes, and thanks to that she manages to overcome the restraints of her social 
existence, or as Tanner puts it, ‘almost non-existence’ (Tanner, 1984: 17), as she is 
nobody, considering her social class. 
Marginalized from a young age, in the cold and hostile residence of the Reeds, Jane 
Eyre, retires by the window with the red curtains. The red curtains in this scene serve 
as a double symbolic representation- on the one hand they represents the rage and ire 
welling up inside Jane, and on the other an oppressive curtain between her and 
freedom). Jane finds solace in contemplating the cold winter landscape (the winter 
and coldness of the outside seems a lot better than the claustrophobic restraint within 
the Reeds residence) and later she looks into Bewick’s History of British Birds. 
Tanner argues, the birds along with the significant pun in Jane surname (Eyre- 
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invisible as air; free as the air), communicate a sense of liberty (ibid.). Jane’s only 
way, at least mentally, to feel some sort of mental freedom is to ‘fly’ through her 
imagination.   
Through strategic, literary choices  Brontë addresses not just the reader directly; she 
tries to notify her heroine as well about dangers that loom ahead, which Jane does not 
notice (as for instance the lightning striking the chestnut tree when Rochester 
proposes her). It is the author’s way of letting the reader know where she stands in 
terms of morally condemning a union initiated on a dishonest ground (because of 
Rochester’s undisclosed circumstances), while still indicating there is hope due to the 
transformations that Jane’s and Rochester’ s relationship will undergo ( despite the 
lightning the tree is not uprooted) 
The choice of the names that denote the different establishments Jane finds herself in, 
during her journey of self-discovery are symbolical too: Gateshead Hall, Lowood 
institution, Thornfield, Moor House and finally Ferndean. The locations represent the 
different stages Jane’s journey (from childhood to womanhood) goes through, 
depicting the heroine’s life circumstances and her inner development. 
Gilbert and Gubar argue that Jane Eyre’s journey is, in a way that of every woman in 
a patriarchal society, in that, each of them has to overcome . ‘..oppression (at 
Gateshead),   starvation  (at Lowood), madness (at Thornfield) and coldness (at 
Marsh End)’(338).  
Gateshead Hall, the Reeds residence represents the first imprisonment where little 
Jane finds herself, unwelcomed, marginalised and entrapped. Gateshead marked the 
beginning of Jane's journey; she has to move beyond the gate, to find her freedom 
and where she belongs. At this stage of her life, the reader is met with one of the most 
ominous symbols in the novel, that of the ‘red-room’. Gilbert and Gubar  consider the 
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red-room, as the most metaphorically vibrant experience in Jane’s childhood. The 
red-room is not just her literal prison; it is her figurative one too. Jane, is an outcast, 
from a ‘society’ she does not fit in (the Reeds, and in larger scale, Victorian society 
with its imposed rigid rules, rebel Jane would not submit to: ..(..)’ for the red room 
represents her vision of the society in which she is trapped, an uneasy and elfin 
dependent’(339). 
As Jane (as well as Charlotte herself, perhaps), will find out, her alternatives for 
escaping such a prison are, flight, starvation or insanity. Again, a predicament not just 
Jane, but all Victorian women of the same social position face.  
Brontë has intentionally intended the red-room incident to serve as a paradigm for the 
larger plot of the novel, where the reader repeatedly is met with variations of the 
motif of enclosure and escape (ibid.).  
The red-room, young Jane’s first physical and emotional imprisonment has marked 
visibly the heroine. Whenever in the novel she feels a sense of loss, confinement and 
the need to escape she is reminded of the first terrifying experience and helplessness 
in the red-room; it happens in the desolation, misery and humiliation she is met with 
at Lowood and later on in the gloomy and mysterious Thornfield, where Rochester 
tries to convince her to be his mistress, and finally in Marsh End where St.Johns 
religious pedantry seems to suffocate Jane.   
At the significantly named Lowood, Jane experiences another kind of prison. She 
meets the hypocritical Brocklehurst, who represents the societal and institutional 
tyranny that attempts to submit the young orphan girls into submission by starving 
them. Brontë’s symbolism is not always straightforward. In describing Lowood, she 
uses a lot of natural imagery to convey the heroine’s emotional and mind state, as 
well as the desolation of the place. There are many moments in the novel where this 
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technique is visible, a clear example would be perhaps, Jane’s ‘word-painting’ of 
Lowood, where the reader notices the symbolic use of the dull colour shades as 
yellow, grey and brown, used to represent change and decay: (..) When full of 
flowers they would doubtless look pretty; but now, at the latter end of January, all 
was wintry blight and brown decay. I shuddered as I stood and looked round me: it 
was an inclement day for outdoor exercise; not positively rainy, but darkened by a 
drizzling yellow fog; all under foot was still soaking wet with the floods of yesterday’ 
(chap.5) 
Despite miserable and morally decaying, Lowood represents also an escape for Jane. 
Away from the callous Gateshead, she finds refuge and a sense of belonging in the 
company of other orphan girls (Helen Burns) and a woman figure she admires (Miss 
Temple). Unlike them though, Jane refuses the ideals of self-renunciation and 
spirituality. This point is very well illustrated by Gilbert and Gubar who 
proclaim:..(..) Her way of confronting the world is still the Promethean way of fiery 
rebellion, not Miss Temple’s way of ladylike repression, not Helen Burn’s way of 
saintly renunciation’ (Gilbert and Gubar, 1979: 346).  
The third stage of Jane’s journey finds her in the symbolically named Thornfield, 
where she will be marked and scared emotionally and psychologically; ‘biblically to 
be crowned with thorns’ (ibid.). While the symbolic representations in Thornfield are 
numerous, according to Gilbert and Gubar, the most noticeable symbolic figure at 
this stage, is that of Bertha Mason, Rochester’s mad wife. Jane’s ‘meeting’ with 
Bertha constitutes the novel’s central confrontation, where Bertha represents not only 
Jane’s imprisoned sexuality, but also her ‘hunger, rebellion and rage’ (Gilbert and 
Gubar, 1979, p: 339).  
Gilbert and Gubar call Bertha Mason, as Jane’s avatar. Bertha is and does what Jane 
herself can’t be and do. Bertha Mason is, in Gilbert and Gubar’s words..(..) Jane’s 
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truest and darkest double: she is the angry aspect of the orphan child, the ferocious 
secret self, Jane has been trying to repress ever since her days in Gateshead’ (Gilbert 
and Gubar, 1979: 359). Not knowing much about Bertha’s life and character, apart 
from Rochester’s account of her, one can argue that Bertha represents also oppression 
in the story. Just like Jane in the red room, she is locked away in the attic of 
Thornfield, only ‘free’ to roam around when her warden is asleep. Same as Jane in 
Gatshead Hall, Bertha is unwanted and marginalised.  Charlotte Brontë, curiously 
uses similar language when she depicts both characters, likening them to animals, 
such as dog, or mad cat. The symbol of Bertha serves as a channel that brings to life, 
out of the prison and into the open, the inner conflicts that Jane experiences, such as 
repressed sexuality and anger towards injustice. 
In Thornfield, in a frame of mythic elements and setting, Jane finally meets the 
Master of the house, Edward Rochester; another patriarchal figure in the novel, who 
initially tries to overpower her.  However, unlike John Reed, Brocklehurst and 
St.John Rivers, the other patriarchal figures Jane so strongly opposes, Rochester 
acknowledges her role and her power, almost right from the start of their meeting. 
Through a playful remark, Rochester states ..(..) when you came on me in Hay Lane 
last night, I…had half a mind to demand whether you had bewitched my 
horse’(chap.13). Their relationship is marked by an imbalance in power, that at times 
shifts towards Jane and others towards Rochester. When they first meet, atypically, it 
is the ‘Cinderella’ that offers help to the ‘fallen’ prince and master Gilbert and Gubar, 
1979: 351).   
As their relationship develops, Brontë depicts the two figures more and more as 
equals, rather than bound by order and subordination.  Jane’s reaction to Rochester’s 
demand to be entertained, ‘forces’ the latter to issue some sort of apology, and 
justification for his coarseness: ..(..) I do not wish to treat you like an inferior. I claim 
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only such superiority as much result from twenty years difference in age and a 
century’s advance in experience’(chap.14).  
An apology met defiantly by Jane, who dismisses the age difference and his life 
experience as good grounds for his treatment of her.  
As the story develops the main characters grow closer, and Jane begins to fall in love 
with Rochester, not because he is her master, but ‘in spite’ of that (Gilbert and Gubar, 
1979: 352). In more than one instance he treats her as his equal, an attitude that 
would surprise most Victorian readers. Rochester’s account about Adele’s mother 
and how she ended up in Thornfield, positions Jane as a friend, close confidante not a 
as subordinate. Jane herself ponders on such change of attitude in Rochester: ‘…the 
friendly frankness with which he treated me, drew me to him. I felt times as if he 
were my relation, rather than my master’ (chap.15). 
Gilbert and Gubar suggest (353) that this sense of spiritual equality that keeps 
growing stronger as the story develops, show clear and prominent also in one of the 
most culminant points of the novel, where Jane, pushed by Rochester’s ploy 
(claiming that he is to be married to Blanche Ingram) to find out her true feelings, 
drops her guard and tells Rochester what she feels about him: 
‘Do you think I can stay to become nothing to you? Do you think I am an 
automaton?-A machine without feelings? And can bear to have my morsel of bread 
snatched from my lips, and my drop of living water dashed from my cup? Do you 
think, because I am poor, obscure, plain, and little, I am soulless and heartless? You 
think wrong!--I have as much soul as you,--and full as much heart! And if God had 
gifted me with some beauty and much wealth, I should have made it as hard for you 
to leave me, as it is now for me to leave you. I am not talking to you now through the 
medium of custom, conventionalities, nor even of mortal flesh;--it is my spirit that 
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addresses your spirit; just as if both had passed through the grave, and we stood at 
God's feet, equal,--as we are!’ (chap.23). 
A confession to which, Rochester displays the same disarming honesty and 
acknowledgment of their parity. According to Gilbert and Gubar, it is not Jane’s 
daring confession that makes it inappropriate to Victorian society; her speech is not 
of sexual, but rather of spiritual nature. Through Jane, Charlotte Brontë is not just 
making a moral statement; hers is as well a political statement about a democratic 
equality for ‘Cinderella and the Prince’ (353); a shocking and inappropriate demand 
in a Victorian setting.  
Regardless of Rochester proposing, upon knowledge of Bertha’s existence and 
Rochester’s legal binding to her, Jane decides she can never stay and be a mistress. 
Disillusioned and profoundly hurt by Rochester’s dishonesty, Jane wanders away 
from Thornfield, once again a lost, poor, orphan child. She does not falter, despite 
feeling broken. She continues through another stage of her pilgrimage, in search of 
independence, maturity and equality, and ends up in Marsh End; the name of the 
place another symbolic representation of the stage of her journey. In here, accidently 
she finds her own kind, and somehow fulfils her childhood longing of belonging 
somewhere and connecting to loving relatives, however, in Marsh End, Jane will 
confront the last patriarchal figure, St. John and struggle to preserve her identity.  
Through his help Jane manages to find a job as a teacher in a school, however she 
feels suffocated and constrained from his presence: ‘I could longer talk or laugh 
freely when he was by, because tiresomely importunate instinct reminded me that 
vivacity (at least in me) was distasteful to him’ (chap.34) . Gilbert and Gubar argue 
that the patriarchal values St. John embodies are unequivocally visible already in his 
‘blatantly patriarchal name’ (364), reminiscent of  St. John the Baptist, ‘whose 
Bachelor Thesis  
Department of English Studies 
Edlira Folman- Student number 49778 
efolman@ruc.dk 
 
25 
 
evangelical contempt for the flesh manifested itself most powerfully in a profound 
contempt for the female’ (ibid.).  
St. John represents the last symbolical hindrance Jane has to overcome to reach her 
independence and end her journey towards finding her true self. While St. John offers 
her a life of moral purity, as a missionary’s wife (as opposed to Rochester’s tainted 
union of carnal passion and spiritual affinity) Jane realizes marrying him she would 
only be submitting to a new kind of master; serving in a different kind of slavery. St. 
John does not see her as his equal. In his eyes she is just a useful tool, for him to 
carry out his mission. If Rochester is the fire, St. John is the ice, the cold and loveless 
condition Jane has endured from early childhood. Having to bear a whole life in a 
cold union with St. John, for Jane, equals death. Seen in relation to the other 
patriarchal figures Jane has to struggle against, St. John represents, perhaps the 
ultimate example of patriarchy, through his attempts to enslave her wild and free 
spirit, in what Gilbert and Gubar call, the ultimative cell, the iron shroud of principle 
(366).  
Jane, torn between a sense of duty towards her kin and her own wish for freedom and 
individuality asks for heavenly guidance. The moon, another ever-present and 
powerful symbol in the novel whenever Jane is faced with major events, has 
represented love, or absence of it; has announced significant events, the appearance 
of important characters, and it has brought light and insight in central moments in the 
narrative. The answer to her prayer comes as well when the room is filled with the 
moon’s light. Jane hears Rochester’s call and the choice in her mind is clear. 
Jane’s pilgrimage, towards self-assertion culminates in Marsh End, with her refusing 
to marry St. John  and ends in Ferndean where she returns to unite with Rochester, 
asserting this way her own needs and feelings. Charlotte Brontë , by power of her 
pen, not only issues democratic equality to Jane and Rochester;  in the end, with  
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Thornfield ruined by the fire Bertha set,  Rochester is maimed and blinded, Jane ends 
up in a position of power, having to care for him, being his ‘eyes’.  
Brontë resorts to natural imagery to let the reader know where she stands at this 
point, regarding the reunification of Jane and Rochester. While the house itself is old 
and decaying, and there are no flowers, the nature around is green and supportive, 
suggesting fertility and hope for bloom and renewal; the renewal that Jane and 
Rochester’s relationship will undergo, considering the new grounds it is now based 
on. Nature symbolically serves as a mirror that reflects the new relationship the two 
characters establish. Jane marries Rochester, and fulfils her journey of self-discovery 
as a strong, independent woman that does not sacrifice her values in order to find 
happiness.  
Brontë's novel criticizes the institution of marriage, as based on sexual or economic 
exchange, and through Jane’s choice it suggests an ethical alternative difficult to be 
understood by the patriarchal Victorian society, namely that of marriage based on 
love and spiritual affinity.  
With all her struggle for drawing an usual Victorian woman, that is able to raise 
above obstacles and establish herself as an equal of the male partner in a relationship/ 
marriage, Brontë is very well aware of the limitations such ideal runs into, in the 
Victorian society. Symbolically, Frendean is set in a secluded area in the woods, 
where social interaction with others is lacking. This, Gilbert and Gubar argue, goes to 
indicate that the lovers are subjected to spiritual confinement and isolation, in a world 
were egalitarian marriages are almost impossible (369).  
Even though Jane Eyre forwards a notion of freedom and liberty to live out one’s life 
and dreams as a free, dignified and self-realized woman, she seems not to be able to 
provide viable solutions to escaping from the burden of a patriarchal society, but that 
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of withdrawal: ..(..) true minds, Charlotte Brontë seems to be saying,  must withdraw 
into a remote forest, a wilderness even, in order to circumvent the strictures of a 
hierarchical society’ (ibid.). 
Conclusion 
Jane Eyre is obviously not a typical Victorian novel, same as its author is not a 
typical Victorian woman.  It requires intellectual bravery and a visionary outlook to 
challenge directly the patriarchal norms in institutional, familial and romantic 
contexts, as Jane does. 
Though forged’ as a woman and a writer in a society of very rigid moral and religious 
standards, Brontë manages to transcend the limitations and daringly challenge them 
through her heroine. Unlike the typical Victorian woman, Jane is no angel. She is not 
a powerless creature, clueless without the presence of a leading male and master in 
her life. 
Charlotte Brontë advocates for a woman who knows her worth and place in a society; 
for a woman who refuses to be a low-value commodity and who disdains 
convenience-based unions. This woman does not rely on social status or physical 
attributes to position herself in life; this woman believes only qualities of the mind 
and heart can show and prove a woman’s real worth. Expectedly, a woman of such 
qualities would be out of place in the constitution of things within Victorian society. . 
Despite the fact that Jane Eyre does not manage to find a long-lasting solution to the 
oppression she encounters and resorts to withdrawal from society in order to live her 
life in her own terms, (as symbolised by her and Rochester’s life in Ferndean, her 
refusal to accept a limiting, passive role in society, and the challenge she poses to 
such norms with her attitude and behaviour establish her as a progressive woman, far 
from the submissive figure of the typical Victorian woman. Through her work, and 
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Jane Eyre in particular, Brontë has become an important figure in the development a 
female literary tradition.   
Theoretical and Methodological Limitations 
As mentioned above, this essay used feminist literary theory and feminist criticism to 
build its analysis; therefore, the insights gained are limited, as they derive from this 
particular approach. Jane Eyre has been analysed from many perspectives (psycho-
analytical, Marxist, post-colonial and feminist) and each school of thought interprets 
it and filters the novels messages through its ideas. One could assume, Brontë herself 
would be taken aback, were she to be able to read the myriad of meanings attributed 
to her novel. On a serious note, unlike non-fiction, literature is prone to ambiguity. 
As Terry Eagleton argues in How to Read Literature: ‘Fictionality is one reason why 
literary works tend to be ambiguous’(..)’Because they lack practical contexts we have 
fewer clues to determine what they mean, so phrases, events, or characters can lend 
themselves to different readings’ (Eagleton, 2013 :122). Wen it comes to literature 
one has to consider question such as: How does one retrieve the meaning of a piece 
of literature? Does the text contain an inherent meaning it then conveys to the passive 
reader, or is the reader part of the process of meaning-making? Obviously the answer 
to these questions will depend, again, on which theoretical standpoint one assumes. 
The formalist approach states the meaning resides in the text and that it is the reader 
that should extract it (1977: 257-81). More constructivist position claims that the 
meaning is a process of negotiation between the reader and the writer. As Rosenblat 
puts it, the meaning is a transaction between the reader and the text, as opposed to 
being primarily located in the text (Rosenblatt, 1978). In analysing Jane Eyre, this 
essay adopts a constructivist approach. Thus, in this essay, the reader brings not just 
the theoretical perspective through which the analysis is built, but also her own 
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background and experiences and the latter might produce instances of bias during 
interpretation.  
Another concern worth-mentioning in this regard, is that being Jane Eyre written 
from the perspective of the main character, the reader sometimes, finds it hard to step 
outside of these perspectives and may draw biased conclusions.  
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